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INTRODUCTION
Asset-based community development (ABCD) is a 
way to look at our communities. Community devel-
opment has often been viewed as something that a 
community is subjected to from the outside and that 
requires outside resources such as economic develop-
ment grants to implement. 
ABCD is founded on the concept that each com-
munity already has a tremendous number of assets, 
which, if only accessed and channeled, can provide 
the resources necessary for success. ABCD searches 
out the strengths of a community as means of sustain-
able development.
WHAT ARE THE STEPS TO IMPLEMENTING 
THE ABCD APPROACH?
The ABCD approach entails five steps that will 
help a community gather the building blocks neces-
sary for a bright new future:
1. Mapping or inventorying the assets of 
individuals, associations, institutions, and 
organizations within the community.
2. Building relationships within the commu-
nity for mutually beneficial problem solving.
3. Mobilizing the community’s assets to take 
full advantage of them for community devel-
opment and information-sharing purposes.
4. Building a community vision and plan based 
on input from a large, broadly represented 
community group.
5. Identifying and accessing those resources 
needed from outside the community.
Step 1. Create an asset map The first step is to cre-
ate an “asset map” or an “asset inventory.” This map 
or inventory is the opposite of the standard “needs 
assessment” often done by an outside entity. The 
citizens conduct the asset mapping in ABCD, which 
creates an immediate vested interest in the outcome. 
The map answers the question, “What resources do 
we have to solve this problem ourselves?”
This ongoing process seeks first to discover all the 
untapped talent hidden within individuals in the com-
munity, and then to release the power of collaboration 
and teamwork when existing community organiza-
tions band together for a shared vision.
Step 2. Build relationships The second step is to build 
relationships among the community’s assets. This 
means identifying and mobilizing the gifts and capaci-
ties of all community members, the community’s 
associations and institutions (private, public, and 
non-profit), the community’s physical assets, and the 
community’s leadership capacity.
When mapping resources, community leaders should 
ask, “How does this asset or resource fit into the 
overall plan? Where can it connect? Who can make 
the most of this resource for the community?” As 
a community practice the first two steps, the com-
munity becomes more confident in its ability to deal 
with changes internally and will rely less on external 
resources.
Step 3. Mobilize assets The third step focuses all re-
sources on two important items: (1) building the 
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the local economy is a natural outgrowth of mapping 
assets and building relationships. As new resources 
are discovered or uncovered through this process, it is 
only natural the resources are marketed either inter-
nally or externally. Obviously, information flow is as 
vital to a community, if not more so, than it is to any 
large corporation.
It is critical that a community foster formal and 
informal communication in order to generate support 
for the ABCD process. Identification of all commu-
nity communication portals, both formal (such as the 
media) and informal (such as the coffee shop) will be 
an important part of the asset mapping process. These 
communication portals comprise the central nervous 
system of the community.
Step 4. Create a shared vision Great community com-
munication will be the foundation for the creation 
of a shared vision and plan, which is the fourth step. 
Fundamental to this process are three commitments 
that a community must make.
The first commitment is to always begin the process 
by looking internally for assets. It is imperative that 
the community develop a sequence for problem reso-
lution that focuses internally first. 
The second commitment is to “expand the table,” 
which means to involve more citizens in the process.  
More people bring more ideas, more talents, and more 
resources.
The third commitment is to keep the planning in the 
“reality” realm by combining planning and visioning 
with problem solving. Thus, the small but signifi-
cant “victories” experienced in problem solving lend 
credibility and motivation to the long-term planning 
process.
Step 5. Connect with outside resources After a com-
munity has created an environment that continually 
identifies its assets and resources, builds relationships 
to utilize those resources to the maximum good of the 
community, has created a communication system that 
involves all citizens in the creation of a shared vision, 
and rewards that effort with small victories over ev-
eryday problems, the final step in the ABCD process 
is to leverage those assets with outside resources for 
the betterment of the community. This leveraging 
process is far different than seeking financial aid for a 
failing economy; here we seek investors who desire to 
participate in a community success in progress.
The ABCD process creates a new future for com-
munities based on the questions being asked. Asset-
based? Or needs-based? Where is your community’s 
focus?
REFERENCES
Kretzmann, J., and J. McKnight. 1993.  Building 
communities from the inside out. Chicago, IL: 
ACTA Publications.
Mathie, A., and G. Cunnigham. 2002. From Clients 
to Citizens: Asset-Based Community Devel-
opment as a Strategy For Community-Driven 
Development. The Coady International Insti-
tute, St. Francis Xavier University, Occasional 
Papers. 
The Asset-based Community Development Institute 
(ABCD), Institute for Policy Research, North-
western University, Evanston, IL http://www.
northwestern.edu/ipr/abcd.html.
South Dakota State University, South Dakota counties, and U.S. Department of Agriculture cooperating. South Dakota State University  
is an Affirmative Action/Equal Opportunity Employer and offers all benefits, services, education, and employment opportunities without 
regard for race, color, creed, religion, national origin, ancestry, citizenship, age, gender, sexual orientation, disability, or Vietnam Era  
veteran status.
EXEX16003 Access at http://pubstorage.sdstate.edu/AgBio_Publications/articles/ExEx16003.pdf
